Immunological alterations in uncomplicated Plasmodium falciparum malaria. Relationship between parasitaemia and indicators of macrophage activation.
Numerical alterations of circulating lymphocytes were investigated in 37 Brazilian patients with uncomplicated Plasmodium falciparum malaria and in a group of 15 healthy controls. The number of CD4+ T helper/inducer cells was significantly lower in patients than controls, whereas absolute numbers of CD8+ suppressor/cytotoxic T cells did not differ between the groups. TNF and neopterin levels were markedly increased in the plasma of patients and remained slightly elevated after chemotherapy with clindamycin. Neopterin, but not TNF levels, were significantly correlated with parasitaemia. TNF was inversely related to monocyte counts. Interferon gamma could not be detected in the plasma of control subjects and was observed in only one patient. We conclude that in uncomplicated falciparum malaria the distribution of phenotypes of circulating lymphocytes are altered slightly and that the high plasma levels of TNF and neopterin indicate excessive release of these molecules by activated macrophages and the activation of cellular immune mechanisms during the infection.